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1. Introduction
?For the past two decades, peer review activities have been widely used 
in the ESL (English as a Second Language) writing classes and several 
researches on the activities have been conducted in the United States. 
The method using peer review activities, also known as peer response or 
peer feedback activities, was originally introduced as part of the process 
approach to teaching the ﬁrst language writing.  Although the employment 
of peer review activities was found beneficial in L1 composition, this 
collaborative learning approach was neglected in L2 composition for many 
years.  In the late 1980s the researches on the effectiveness of peer review 
activities in the ESL writings as well as the comparison of peer feedbacks 
with the teacher feedbacks attracted considerable attention in the United 
States and some Asian countries such as China, Singapore, and Taiwan. 
However, few papers can be found on the effects of peer review activities 
in the EFL (English as a Foreign Language) classes in Japan.  Following 
the review of several earlier literatures, the results of the experiment the 
author carried out will be presented in this study.
2. Literature Review
?There are both positive and negative points of views about peer review 
activities in L2 writing.  The advantages of peer review activities have 
been reported in several studies.  Chaudron (1984), Mittan (1984), and 
Rollinson (2005) found that peer review activities would help students 
develop the skill to objectively and critically read their own writings. 
2Chaudron also noted in his study that peer review activities seemed 
to be of great help in revising essays because peers’ comments to the 
writers tended to be quite speciﬁc.  Mendonça & Johnson (1994) reported 
that peers could provide quite specific and useful comments that led to 
better revisions or overall improvements in their writings.  In their study 
the students corrected grammatical mistakes, asked questions, offered 
explanations, gave suggestions, and besides, they restated their peers’ 
statements.  Berg (1999) and Min (2006) stated in their studies that the 
training before peer review activities enhanced both the quantity and the 
quality of peer comments.  They showed that the training was so effective 
that the students incorporated more peer comments into revisions post peer 
review trainings.
?Several comparative studies of peer and teacher comments have been 
conducted.  Paulus (1999) conducted a study with eleven undergraduate 
international students who came from ﬁve different countries, stating that 
peer comments were found not less good than teacher comments.  Indeed, 
peer comments were found not only beneficial, but also pedagogically 
inﬂuential.  However, she also suggested that unfavorable results might be 
observed unless otherwise students could develop individualized strategies 
for incorporating peer comments.  On the other hand, Connor & Asenavage 
(1994) found that only five percent of the total revisions were made in 
light of peer comments.  They investigated the impact of peer and teacher 
comments upon eight international students from different countries and 
showed that teacher comments had much more signiﬁcant effects than peer 
comments.  Nelson & Murphy (1993) reported that about a half of the total 
revisions were made with reference to peer comments.  Miao, Badger & 
Zhen (2006) also reported that both peer and teacher comments contributed 
to the writing improvement although teacher comments were more likely 
to be adopted in making revisions.  Tsui & Ng (2000) conducted a study 
in a secondary school in Hong Kong and claimed that teachers tended to 
provide more specific suggestions than peers, which helped students to 
make better revisions in both quality and quantity.  In addition, they found 
that peer comments made the students conscious of the real audience and 
raised their awareness of strengths and weaknesses of their own writings. 
On the contrary, Zhang (1995) and Carlson & Nelson (1996) stated that 
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Asian students seemed to be reluctant to comment on peers’ writings. 
They investigated the peer review group interaction in ESL composition 
classes.  In their study some of them claimed that they were not conﬁdent 
in their language ability and others wished to stay in harmony with their 
classmates.  As a result, a high percentage of the students preferred teacher 
comments to peer comments.  They implied the difﬁculties of peer review 
activities among students with certain cultural backgrounds.
3. Purpose of the Study
?The purpose of the present study is to evaluate the effectiveness of peer 
review activities such as discovering others’ interpretations and developing 
readers’ viewpoints essential to bridge between their interpretation 
frameworks in EFL writing classrooms.
?The following two research questions are addressed in this study.  
Research question 1:
??Do students incorporate peer comments as they revise their essays?
Research question 2:
Would peer review help the writers reconceptualize their ideas in light 
of their peers’ questions and comments?
4.  Method of the Experiment
4.1  Subjects
?The present experiment was conducted at a Japanese university in 
Tokyo.  A total of one hundred and four Japanese university students (48 
males and 56 females), majoring in pharmacy or pharmaceutical sciences, 
participated in the experiment.  They consisted of 74 third-year students 
and 30 fourth-year students who had been educated and had received at 
least eight years of instruction in English.  Furthermore, none of these 
subjects had participated previously in peer review activities before this 
class.
44.2  Procedures
The participants were asked to write an explanatory essay titled “What 
are generic drugs?”  They were instructed to write the essay on the 
assumption that the target readers were the general public that supposed 
to have little or no knowledge of generic drugs.  Since they were not 
accustomed to writing essays in English on the spot, the theme was 
presented to the participants one week before the writing session so that 
they could do some brainstorming.
On the day of essay writing, the participants were told to include their 
standpoints whether or not they would recommend generic drugs to their 
patients, supposing that they had already become a pharmacist.  The 
time provided for the essay writing was forty minutes.  Following the 
completion of the first draft, each participant exchanged his/her essay 
with the person next to him/her.  After reading the peer’s essay silently, 
the participants went onto the oral peer review activity (question-response 
session).  The total time provided for reading the essay and doing the 
oral peer review activity was thirty minutes.  The reader underlined any 
unclear sentences in the peer’s essay while reading and asked the writer 
for a detailed explanation after reading through the essay.  Instead of 
focusing on furnishing improvements of syntax, discovering any omission 
of background information and inconsistency of logical structure was 
emphasized in this study.  Upon receiving the comments from the peer, the 
writer had to provide the peer with necessary information or explanation 
so that the peer satisfactorily understood what the author really wanted to 
say in the writings.  The peer review activity was conducted on condition 
that the reviewer would not criticize the author’s opinion on the issue. 
They continued the activity until the reader could get a clear grasp of the 
import of the writer’s statement.
In order to make the process simple and easy enough to do for the 
participants, they were permitted to use their native language Japanese 
during the oral peer review activity.  After the question-response session, 
each participant wrote down the questions and comments from the peer so 
that he/she could refer to them when revising the ﬁrst draft.  The original 
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peer review sheet (Figure 1) was utilized as a peer review guideline.   This 
guideline was drawn referring to the several peer response sheets in Liu & 
Hansen’s book.
After two weeks of the peer review activity, the participants submitted 
the typed draft which they revised at home by use of the peer comments. 
The revised essays were collected and compared with the ﬁrst draft.  All 
essays were assessed based on the adequacy and organization of the con-
tent, the cohesion of the scripts, and the overall communicative effective-
ness.  Because of the limited time for the experiment, a holistic scoring 
(Table 1) was employed.  The participants were also asked to submit their 
thoughts on the peer review activity that they experienced for the first 
time.
Table 1.  A Rubric for Holistic Scoring
Grade Description
A
Demonstration of clear statement on the topic;
sufﬁcient information for the target readers; good presentation of coherent 
logical development; strong argument
B
Demonstration of clear statement on the topic;
sufficient information for the target readers; either incoherent or illogical 
development; strong argument
C
Demonstration of clear statement on the topic;
sufficient information for the target readers; incoherent and illogical 
development; some argument
D
(Not acceptable)
Insufﬁcient information on the topic; incoherent and illogical development; 
weak argument
1. Is the technical term ‘generic drugs’ appropriately deﬁned in this paper?
2. Is the term satisfactorily and detailedly deﬁned for a non-specialist audience?
3. After reading the essay, do you feel that you understand the basis of the writer’s 
viewpoint?
4. Does the writer give enough background information to the explanation of the 
conditions or circumstances?
5. Is the essay effectively and logically arranged?
6. After reading the essay, what is your overall expression?  Did you fully under-
stand the thesis of the statement?
Figure 1.  Peer Review Sheet for an “Explanatory” Essay
65. Results
73 out of 104 essays (70.19%) received better score on the revised essay 
than the ﬁrst draft.  There were no essays that received lower score than 
the first one; however, approximately thirty percent of the essay scores 
were unchanged.  There were some students who seemed reluctant to com-
ment on their peers’ writings as some previous studies indicated.  Howev-
er, even the students who had said they were not conﬁdent in their English 
abilities and could not comment on their peers’ essays did make some kind 
of comment by the end of the peer review activity.
According to the remarks submitted by the participants, 84 out of 104 
participants (80.77%) stated that they incorporated peer comments into 
the revised essay.  Moreover, those who were able to improve their essays 
concurred that the peer review activity was of help in recognizing others’ 
interpretations and developing others’ viewpoints.
6. Conclusions
This experiment was conducted to see the effectiveness of peer review 
activities in EFL writing classrooms.  The results indicated that peer com-
ments could be effective in revising the writings, having considered that 
many of the participants incorporated peer comments as they revised their 
essays.  Moreover, the peer review activity focusing on content did seem 
to help the writers reconceptualize their ideas in light of their peers’ ques-
tions and comments, illuminate ambiguous expressions that might lead to 
misconceptions, and become aware of the logical construction in their own 
writings.
7. Limitations and Implications
The fact that all essays were evaluated by only one researcher would 
have affected the objectivity of the study.  The assessment should have 
been done by at least two independent raters based on the adequacy and 
organization of the content to ensure the reliability of the study.  Further-
more, some ambiguous expressions might have been overlooked because 
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of the fact that all participants were from the same research background. 
Despite these limitations, the present study was meaningful in that the 
participants, who experienced the peer review activity for the first time, 
claimed the peer review activity to be a great help in revising their essays, 
stating that peer comments helped them illuminate ambiguous expres-
sions.  Especially for the future pharmacists who require clear communica-
tion skills, the introduction of such training into the educational programs 
should be called for.
Note
This paper is partially based on the presentation at IEEE International 
Professional Communication Conference 2009 held in Hawaii from July 
19 to 22.
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